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"Aren't You a Little Young to be a Zookeeper? 


Author's Notes: 

| got inspired for this after visiting the zoo one day with a friend of mine. Anything about animals I'm making 
up; if you want to correct me on anything, feel free to do so. 

Also posted on Ficwad under the same title, username Lauraislaxl. 

The first time | ever heard about Axl Rose was a year ago, when | was still completing the final courses in my 
class. My teacher, Mark McDunn, was flipping through a set of newspapers while | read over the manual, when 
suddenly he let out an indignant snort. 


| looked up. "What?" 


He made a sort of disgusted sound at the back of his throat. "Only Axl doing another one of his fucking 


‘humanitarian’ spiels," he snarled. "I swear, that man makes me wanna shoot myself." 


The thing that caught my interest at the time was not Axl's name-because | had never heard of him-but 


Mark's disgusted tone. He was normally such a laid-back guy that seeing anything ruffle him was absolutely 


fascinating. 


| stood and walked over to where he was. He had his newspaper open to the Environment section; the picture 
that stared up at us was a black-and-white photograph of a surprisingly small man grinning cockily at the 
camera, his head tilted slightly to one side. The caption read: "Exotic Animals Dealer Axl Rose Returns from 
China with Rare Bird". Axl was strikingly attractive, and | wondered vaguely what he looked like in color. 


"Who is that guy?" | asked. Mark turned and stared at me, looking as incredulous as if I'd just told him | was 


going to have a sex change. 


"Axl Rose is the biggest name in the whole goddamn business," he explained. "He moved to Los Angeles from 
some little town in Indiana about five years ago, and he's been spending all his time since as a rare animals 
dealer. He travels all over the world, looking for the most exotic animals to bring to various zoos scattered 


across the country." 
| couldn't figure out what was wrong with this Axl guy, and | told Mark so. He sighed heavily. 


"Axl Rose is just an arrogant, self-centered asshole," he said. "When and if you get around to running your own 


zoo, just.. stay away from him. Please." 


| promised | would, though | course | didn't really mean it. Mark may have saved me from a life of shoveling 
elephant shit at the circus, he may have given me a place in college and a future in zoo keeping, but he 


couldn't control what | did. 


A few weeks later, | graduated from college and started my training on becoming a true zookeeper. Focused on 
getting everyone to take me seriously despite the fact that | was only eighteen, all thoughts of Axl Rose 


slipped from my mind. 


That is, until now. 


The morning my zoo opened, | knew right from the start that it was going to be a good day, because the air 
wasn't too hot, the smog wasn't too thick. The official name for it was the Los Angeles Zoo, but privately, my 
friends and | referred to it as the Zoo of Hudson. Mark and |, being its confounders, had been allowed a pre- 
run, and | liked what | saw: great glass cages for the reptiles, with more glass to separate the venomous and 


non-venomous; a bat cave lit with black light; a swamp for alligators. It wasn't a huge zoo, but it was enough. 


"Welcome," said the mayor to the tiny group of people gathered outside my zoo. "This is the official unveiling 
of the Los Angeles Zoo, on September 4, 1184" He waited until we'd stopped clapping, then introduced me: 


"This young man is Slash Hudson. He is the youngest zookeeper in a century, being only nineteen years old. 


Three years ago, Slash dropped out of high school and planned to join the circus. But he was ‘rescued by the 
man who has college-trained him for this day-Mark McDunn. Mark?" 


The audience applauded Mark, who stepped forward, all smiles. | felt a brief, unreasoning surge of jealousy rush 
through my chest, Mark was getting nearly all the credit for what was technically my zoo; he wasn't the one 
who had been living on the streets before being found; he didn't have any racial problems to overcome. But 
before Mark could say anything, a voice sounded behind us, unfamiliar and deep and slightly sardonic: 


"Mark McDunn. Haven't seen you in a couple of years." 


Mark's eyes narrowed slightly, and, automatically, | turned. Standing there, looking like a wild animal himself, was 


a pale, red haired man that | recognized almost instantly from the newspaper, even if it had been a year: 
"You're Axl Rose, aren't you?" 

His eyes cut from Mark to me. He had a deep, probing gaze, made of cut emerald and turquoise, and | shivered 
slightly. His hair was gorgeous where it caught the light: copper and blond and burnt sienna His skin was 
deathly pale, and the next time he spoke | detected an accent, Midwestern. Vaguely, as he started forward, | 


remembered Mark mentioning Indiana. 


"You're Slash," he said in response, when he was close to me, close enough to touch. His eyes Slid up and down 


my body, and his upper lip curled slightly. 
"Aren't you a little young to be a zookeeper?" he asked. 
Before | could answer, Mark spoke up from behind us. "Leave him alone, Axl. He isn't your property.” 


| saw a flash of real anger cross Axl's green eyes, and felt a shiver of fear run through my body. He looked 


over my shoulder at Mark, raising one eyebrow slightly. 


"Just ‘cause | wouldn't let you suck my dick don't mean you gotta ride my ass for everything, McDunn," he 
snapped. 


My mouth dropped open. Mark is gay? | thought, naively, until Axl drifted his focus back to me and sort of 
smirked conspiratorially. | bit down on my lower lip and looked away to keep from laughing, and Axl snorted 
contemptuously, though at who | wasn't sure. 


Then he said, "Slash, who's your animal dealer?" 


| thought for a second. "Bob Guccioni, Jr." | said. Again, | saw a flash of anger cross his face; again, | felt a 
brief shiver of fear. 


"He's worth shit to you," Axl said. He locked those emerald eyes onto mine; placed his hand on my shoulder. 


"You want lots of animals, yeah? You want this-" he gestured widely at my zoo-"To expand?" 
| nodded. 


He smirked again, and though | knew from the change in his tone that he was speaking to Mark, he kept his 


eyes fixed on mine. "Then it's settled," he said. "Fire Guccioni. I'm yours." 

Behind me, | heard Mark make an angry, disparaging sound at the back of his throat. A moment later, | felt his 
hand clamp down on my other shoulder. | turned to look at him, breaking eye contact with Axl, and it felt like 
someone had sucked all the energy out of me. 

"Don't," Mark pleaded with me. "Remember what | told you." 

Axl frowned slightly. "What'd you tell him, McDunn?" 

"That you're arrogant," | said, hastily, before Mark could. "And you're self-centered." 

Axl laughed harshly. "That's about right," he said. He shoved his hands in his pockets and rocked backwards on 
his heels. "But I'm also one of the best fucking animal dealers in the nation" Again, our eyes locked. "It's your 


200, Slash. Do you want my help... or Guccioni's?" 


| swallowed hard. Everyone was staring at me, including the mayor. My mother, in the crowd, looked hard at 


me, and | saw in her eyes what she was thinking: its your call 
Taking a deep breath, | looked at Mark. "Sorry," | said to him, "but I'm taking Axl.” 
Behind me, Axl laughed triumphantly. Pain crossed Mark's face and he said, "Fine, Slash. Just fine." 


Axl's arm went around my shoulders, and | could feel the power wafting off him. "We are gonna do good 


Together," he said quietly to me, gently squeezing my shoulder. 


Mark smiled sadly, looking from Axl to me. "You're his now," he said to me, and it would be a while before | 


would truly understand what he meant. 


Coffee and Kangaroos 


Author's Notes: 
| decided to go ahead and finish this fic after IO years (yikes). Chapters | through Il were written and posted 
on Ficwad in 20I|; chapter 12 was written about a month or two ago. Enjoy. 


| thought Mark was okay with Axl being my animal dealer; judging from his reaction, | figured he'd just let it 
go. But when the crowd had dispersed, and it was just myself, Axl, and Mark, he grabbed my forearm and 
started trying to drag me off. 

"Whoa, whoa, whoa," said Axl, and | braced my feet in the ground. 


"Where are you taking me?" 


Mark frowned at me. Then, to Axl, he said, "I just wanna have a private conversation with him. ls that such a 


problem?" 
Axl muttered something which sounded like, stick a pole up your ass, fucker. Then he turned and faced my zoo. 
"Just don't take too long," he said, folding his arms. 


Digging his fingers into my arm, Mark dragged me off a ways, until we were out of earshot of Axl. Then he 


dropped my arm, slammed his hands on my shoulders, and forced me to face him 

"The fuck do you think you're doing?!" he hissed angrily. "You know you cant take Axl!" 

| folded my arms across my chest and took a step back. “Why not?" 

His eyes narrowed. "Because he is a complete fucking asshole! | told you that a year ago!” 


"How do you know?" | shot back, because Axl had seemed like an okay guy to me-a bit obsessive, maybe, but 
pretty cool overall 


Mark swallowed. His gaze cut from me to Axl, and suddenly | saw it, in his eyes, what had happened. 
"You loved him," | said, incredulously. He snorted in disgust. 
"It was years ago," he said. "When he first came to LA” 


| raised my eyebrows. "What happened?" 


He hesitated, staring down at his feet, then shook his head. The expression on his face was pained. ‘Sorry, | 
can't tell you, it's just.. it's too complicated" For a few seconds, we both stared at Axl, with his thumbs hooked 
in his belt loops as he gazed at the pond housing the flamingoes, then | said: 

‘Its fine man." 


"Look, just don't tell anyone, okay?" He stared at me pleadingly, and | nodded. 


Then Axl called, "Jesus, McDunn, the fuck are you doing over there, giving him head or some shit?" He laughed 


caustically, and Mark frowned. 


"Don't come crying to me in a few months when he tears your life apart," he murmured. Then he turned 


away, and | walked back to Axl. 

He put his arm over my shoulders again. "This is gonna be the biggest fucking zoo in the whole goddamn 
county," he said confidentially. He looked over at me. "Let's go for some coffee or some shit, huh? We can talk 
there." 

"Okay." | started to walk off, then paused, turned. 

"Mark," | called. "Axl and | are going to get coffee." 

"You don't want to stay and man the 200?" 

Axl narrowed his eyes slightly, and | felt the muscles in his arm stiffen before he dropped it from my 
shoulder. "You stay and take care of his fucking zoo," he snapped. "God knows you've already taken all the 


credits for its creation anyway.” 


Mark's mouth dropped open, and | felt my eyes widen slightly. "Axl-" | started, because | was beginning to feel 
a bit scared, but he held his hand up and snarled: 


"Shut the fuck up, Slash, let me handle this." He glared at Mark "We're going to get coffee, and I'm going to go 
over business with him. So you can screw yourself, you ain't got a hold on his life." He turned and started off. 
"You comin’, Slash?" 


| glanced over at Mark. His cheeks were bright red, and he wasn't looking at either of us. 


"Just go," he said quietly, and, feeling strangely guilty, | turned and walked after Axl. 


"So.. what are your plans for the zoo's future?" 


We were sitting in a booth together at Starbucks, steaming cups of coffee between us. | couldn't take my eyes 
off Axl; he was beautiful and powerful.. and dangerous. He curved his long fingers over the top of the cup and 
looked at me probingly, waiting for my answer. 

| want snakes," | said. "A shitload of boa constrictors and ball pythons and king snakes.. and the venomous ones 
too, like cobras and vipers." | looked up at him, and was startled to see him tensing slightly, his jaw clenched as 
he stared into the steam rising up from his coffee. "Axl, what's up?" 

He glanced at me, and the muscles in his neck jerked reflexively as he swallowed. "N-nothing.. | just really 
fucking hate snakes, that's all.. Fuck" He stared at the wall. "But... it's your zoo. Do whatever the fuck you want 
with if” 


| nodded. "All right" | didn't add that snakes are my favorite animal, | couldn't have Axl quitting on me right 
then. 


"What else do you want?" he asked. | thought for a minute, then said: 

"Panthers, birds, leopards, jaguars... | dunno. Where do you deal from?" 

"Wherever the fuck you want me to go." He made a grand gesture with his arm, and | smiled. 

"Can you get me a white tiger?" 

| can get you anything, Slash. | can make your zoo the biggest, hottest deal in the nation Just say the word" 
Suddenly | had a vision of my zoo in the future, how amazing it would be: with tigers prowling, their muscles 


rippling beneath their hides; hyenas laughing at guests, mountain lions leaping off artificial cliffs. | smiled to 


myself, and Axl smiled too, a pleasant curving of his lips. 
"What?" he asked, chuckling softly. 
| shook my head and took a sip of coffee. "Nothing... hey, y'know what would be cool?" 


"What?" 


"Kangaroos. And jellyfish. You could get me an entire fucking Australian section, complete with part of the 
Great Barrier Reef itself" 


Axl nodded. "And koalas," he said. "All kinds of marsupials." He locked his eyes onto mine, and | felt myself 
growing strangely dizzy. He extended his hand over the table, and we shook. A moment later he pulled back, his 
head tilted slightly to one side, a curious look on his face. 


"Callous," he said. "You play guitar?" 


"As often as | can," | replied | wanted him to suggest shaking hands again, because |'d liked that tiny electrical 


thrill which ran between us when our skin connected, but all he said was: 
"Cool. | play piano. You'll have to come over and jam sometime." 


An invitation to his house. My face grew warm as | nodded my assent, | couldn't imagine going to his home, 
seeing where this guy lived. We had just met an hour previously, but already he had a more intense hold on 
me than anyone else I'd ever known | kind of wanted to ask him what had gone on between he and Mark, but | 


think that, even then, | knew Axl was a touchy guy who it was better not to cross. 


Reptile Dysfunction 


The next morning, | woke up at four-thirty, a full hour before my alarm was set to go off. | couldn't help it 
though; | was incredibly excited. By the time my mother woke up to make sure /d gotten up, it was five-forty, 
and | was heading out the door. 


"Saul," she said, "wait." She made me pause mid-step, walking up to me and straightening the Polo shirt | was 
wearing. | was glad not to be wearing a suit and tie-god knows she would have tried to adjust the tie and 
probably messed it up. She held me at arm's length and said quietly, "You look so handsome, Saul." | got the 
feeling that she was going to start crying, so | kissed her cheek and got out of there as quickly as possible. 


The ride to my zoo was mostly silent, except for the blaring of Aerosmith's "Back in the Saddle" coming from 
the radio. When | arrived, | discovered Mark had already gotten there and was standing at the gate with a 
huge key ring in his hand and a faint smile on his face. 


"Hello, Slash," he said. "You ready to start your first official day as a Zookeeper?" 
Nodding eagerly, | reached for the keys, but Mark held them away from me and smirked. 


"Just a second there, buddy," he said. "| gotta tell you what each key is for, first." He lifted the key ring and, 
showing me a slim gold key, said, "This one is to the snake cages. You'll probably use that one the most. And 
this one-" a fat silver key-"is to the whole zoo itself" He gestured at the great golden gates before us, 
labeled Los Angeles Zoo, they shone in the sun, invitingly. After showing me the other keys-leopard cage, 


aquarium, primates, exotic birds-he finally handed me the key ring. 


"Your office is in that little building there, just beyond the tigers. I'm the only other person with access to it. 
Axl's shift starts at noon, so he'll buzz in then" He walked off, and | reached down and unlocked the gate. It 
wasn't until I'd gotten all the way in and was heading for my office that | realized I'd forgotten to remind Mark 
to fire Bob. 


My office was nice; small, comfortable. There was a desk, a fax machine, a filing cabinet, and not much else. 
After setting my key ring on the hook located on the back of the door, | started walking around, looking at 
everything. Eventually, | found a piece of paper which stated pretty much all the zoo rules. There were all the 
times when we were to come in-Mark and | started at six am, all the animal keepers came in at various 
intervals between six-thirty and eight forty-five, and the zoo opened to the public at nine. Axl came in at 
noon, and after the zoo closed at five, workers fed their animals supper and trickled out until finally Mark and | 
closed up at six. They were all supposed to clock in and out, and at the end of each month | paid them. Mark, 
on the other hand, paid me, which | thought was cool. 


At eleven forty-five, | was sitting at my desk, staring blankly at the wall and wondering what the hell | was 


going to do with myself for the next six hours, when there was a knock at the door. | lifted my head and 


called, "Come in." 


The door opened, and in came Axl, along with a skinny, pale guy with shaggy black hair and a small smile on his 


face. 


Slash," said Axl, shutting the door behind him. "I'd like you to meet a friend of mine. This is Izzy Stradlin, he 
and | grew up together in Lafayette." 


| stood and leaned over my desk to shake Izzy's hand. "Nice to meet you," | said. "I'm Slash." 


Izzy didn't say anything, just shook my hand and stepped back. He was slightly taller than Axl, and looked a bit 


less androgynous, but there was still no mistaking which of them held the more power. 


"Izzy wants a job here," Axl explained, slinging his arm over his friend's shoulders. "Tell Slash what animal you 


specialize in, Stradlin" 

Giraffes," said Izzy softly, looking sideways at Axl, who was grinning. "I fucking love those things." 

Quickly, | ran my finger down the list of caretakers Mark had given me about an hour previously. We already 
had a giraffe expert, but | got the feeling it would be dangerous-for both myself and lzzy-if | rejected Axl's 
offer. 


"Sure," | said, smiling at Izzy. "You can be the giraffe guy." | handed him some papers. "Fill these out, and you 


start in two days." Two days to fire the other guy and explain it to Mark. 


Izzy thanked me quietly and left the office. Axl stayed behind, staring at my stuff. He stuck his hands in his 
back pockets and rocked back on his heels. 


"Thanks for taking him on..he's really fuckin’ shy, and he wouldn't have come to you on his own" Axl looked at 
me out of the corners of his eyes and smiled a little. "How's the first day going?" 


"Boring," | said, smiling back. He laughed, and | noticed, not for the first time, how pleasantly beautiful he was 
when he was happy. 


"Once | get my dealing started, it won't be boring anymore." Abruptly he took his hands out of his pockets and 


turned to face me. "D'you have a list of animals | can get for you?" 
| shook my head. "I don't know what we already have here, to be honest." 
Axl snorted. "Typical of McDunn, leaving out the essentials." He paused, then: 


"Can we go walking around? Check out what's here?" 


| nodded and walked around my desk, grabbing my key ring from its hook as | opened the door. We headed out 
into the main part of the zoo, where a few families were standing, looking at the animals. Axl's green eyes 
roved over the tigers, prowling restlessly; over the cheetahs, in their confined space; over the hippopotamuses, 
blowing bubbles underwater. We looked at the birds, the morkeys, and the alligators. The whole time, | watched 


Axl's expression to see what he thought, but his face remained impassive. 

After a while, we got to the reptile cages. A few pythons hung from their branches, beautiful muscles coiled 
around wood in an almost sensual way. There was a garter snake on the ground, a boa constrictor on a rock 
covered in heated light. On the other side of the glass wall were hooded cobras, hissing softly, rattlesnakes 
coiled up tensely; cottonmouths drifting silently in the water. Axl shivered a litle bit as his eyes flashed over 
the snakes, and he moved a little closer to the lizards. 


"Hi there," | said to the boa constrictor, who was flicking its tongue at us. "Hi, gorgeous." 


Axl let out a derisive snort from behind me. "Fuckin! unnatural animals," he muttered. "They don't even 


have legs, Slash. Shit." 


Smiling, | unlocked the cage and reached inside, grabbing the constrictor with one arm and hauling it out. Axl let 


out a strangled yelp and jumped back even further. 


“Slash... put it up... please.." His arms were crossed and he was starting to shake. The muscles in his throat 


jerked as he swallowed 


"Axl, it won't hurt you.." The snake twined itself around my arm; the slick feeling of its muscles against my 


skin was strangely calming. 


He just shook his head, staring at the snake warily. His trembling had become worse, and he was chewing on 
his lower lip. With a soft sigh, | replaced the snake and relocked the door. 


"There," | said quietly. Axl let out a breath and briefly shut his eyes. For a moment, he looked strangely 
vulnerable, and | couldn't help it-l stepped forward and put my hand on his shoulder. 


"You okay?" 
He jerked away from me and turned to face the wall. "I'm fine," he mumbled, his cheeks flushing. 
"You don't need to get me more snakes if you dont want-" 


"Slash. Fuckin’ drop it, okay? I'll get you whatever you want. | just really hate snakes. It'll just take me a while.” 
He was frowning at the floor, hands in his pockets again. | hesitated, then, softly, | said: 


"This is pretty much the whole zoo, Axl.. if you want, we can leave and go jam at your house, like you said." 


"You can leave early?" 
"I'm the zookeeper," | reminded him, and he laughed. 


"Right," he said. He reached down and grabbed my wrist for a second, squeezing gently. A jolt of electricity ran 
up my arm, and | looked over at him, feeling my heart start to race. Judging from the slight darkening of his 
irises, he'd felt it too, though he didn't say anything, just stepped back. For a second he looked at me, then he 
cut his gaze to the wall and sighed. 


Let's go," he said. "We can pick up some lunch on the way to my house." 
"Okay," | said, and we left, Axl walking slightly ahead. We passed Mark on the way out, hanging by the cougar 


cages, and he looked at us for a second before turning away. Axl sneered and kept going, and | tried not to 


think about the connection that was steadily growing between us. 


Sensual Melodies 


Axl's car was fancy, a lot fancier than my beat-up orange Chevy. We got in and he drove towards the 
Interstate, bobbing his head slightly as Elton John's Goodbye Yellow Brick Road streamed out the radio. For a 
while | stared out the window; then suddenly | became aware that there was a sound in the car besides Elton's 
voice-Axl was singing. And once | focused in on his voice, | couldn't block it out of my mind. Chills ran up my 


spine; | was awed at how raw and pure it was. 


After a while, Axl glanced over at me and caught me staring. The corner of his mouth twitched up into a grin, 


and | felt my face growing warm. 


"Y-you sing really well," | starmmered out. He laughed softly, reaching over to turn the volume down on Pink 


Floyd. 
“Thanks. | used to sing in." For a moment he hesitated, biting his lip, then he cleared his throat and finished: 


"in my stepfather's choir. He has a church in Lafayette, and my sister and brother and | sang in it." There 
was a story behind his words, but judging from the look on his face | wasn't going to hear it. We were silent 
again; Axl's knuckles were white against the steering wheel, and his shoulders were tense, but | was afraid to 


ask what was going on. 


Eventually, he pulled off the Interstate and drove to a McDonald's. The drive thru was virtually empty, so Axl 
took it and ordered a Big Mac for himself, a Quarter Pounder for me. After paying, he parked and we ate, 
windows rolled down slightly. He seemed deep in thought, unwilling to talk, and | watched him as he stared out 
the window, sliding one fry in his mouth and chewing slowly. There was something about Axl, something sad and 
mysterious and deeply sensual that drew me to him, made me want to get closer. He had a strange look in his 
emerald eyes, long and lost, and | got the feeling he was thinking of the choir he'd spoken of earlier. 


After a while, he reached for the cup of Dr. Pepper he'd ordered and, putting it to his lips, started gently 
sucking on the straw. The hollows in his pale cheeks became more pronounced; as | watched him, | was 
overcome with a sense of power and beauty so strong it nearly blew me away. My cock twitched in my pants, 


and | felt my face growing warm again 


Then he put his cup down, lifted his fingers to his lips, and started licking the grease and salt off his skin. Oh 
god, he knows what he's doing, | thought, as the strain on my crotch grew worse. And then he looked at me, and 
| thought my face would catch fire. He was laughing, but in a slightly puzzled way, which meant he had no idea 
of the effect he was having on me. 


"Slash, what's wrong? You look stricken" He picked up the last remnants of his burger and tossed them in his 


mouth. 


| swallowed and looked away. "Nothing," | said quietly. "It's nothing." 


He shrugged, then opened his car door and slid out. "Hand me your trash. We need to go." 


| gave him my half-eaten burger, mostly full drink, and pack of fries. He tossed his and mine in the nearest 
trash can, then got back in the car and gunned the motor. It was a pretty short ride to his house, which was 


off Laurel Canyon. 
"| used to live near here," | said as we got out. 
"Really?" 


"Yeah, when | was younger and mom and dad were still together.. we lived a few blocks away from here, and 


so did Jim Morrison" 


His eyebrows shot up as he reached into his pocket and pulled out a house key. "No shit? Jim Morrison? Did 


you know him?" 
"No. | know Bowie though. My mom designed the outfits for a movie he was in" 


"That's way fuckin’ cool." Axl sounded interested, and | couldn't help it: | wanted to impress him some more. As 
we walked into the house, | looked around and saw artifacts from the different countries he'd visited—Kenya, 

Turkey, Queensland. There were awards and photos on the walls, though not all of them were from his animal 
dealings. The best one was a black-and-white of him at a piano, his face serious and concentrated. | became so 


caught up in staring at the picture that | forgot where | was. 


He dropped his keys on his table suddenly, bringing me out of my reverie. | glanced over at him and he walked 


towards me, though for some reason he seemed unable to meet my gaze. 


"Izzy took this two years ago," he said, nodding at the photograph I'd been admiring. "The piano was in an 
abandoned warehouse he and | were walking in, we had to drag it out and | had to spend $250 to get it tuned, 
but.." He gestured towards a door, off to the side. "Its in there now." 


My eyes widened as | walked forward. "Do you have guitars, too?" 

A nod. "They belong to lzz, really, but he keeps them here if he can't fit them into his apartment." He moved 
ahead and opened the door. The piano stood there, gleaming ebony and ivory keys shining invitingly out from a 
pure black body. The instrument took up almost half the room, because it was a small sized space, and | felt 


as in awe of it as | did of its owner. 


Izzy's guitars were lined up on one wall-a Gibson, two Fenders, a BC Rich. Immediately | took the Gibson-a Black 


Beauty; it was, in my opinion, even more beautiful than the piano. 


"Picks?" | asked. Axl nodded vaguely, already settling himself down in front of his instrument, running his long 


fingers over the keys. After a few seconds, he lifted his left hand and pointed over his shoulder at the small 
shelf over the guitars. There was a metallic tin on it; | opened it and found four picks, one with an American 

flag on it, the other three with solid colors. | picked one up, slung the strap over my shoulder, and sat on the 
chair beside the piano bench. 


"Do you do scales?" he asked me. 
"No," | said, and he grinned. 


"Neither do |," he said, and then he started playing. Right away | recognized the key-C minor-and started 
playing along. Axl sent me a quick, surprised glance, but kept going, improvising beautifully and adding in little 
flourishes here and there which gave the crashing octaves his left hand was doing a softer edge. Clearly, 
whatever opinion Mark had of Axl was not based at all on his musical abilities. 


Then he switched keys, surprising me. | fumbled for a second and a tiny smile played on his lips, making me 
blush even though he wasn't looking at me. After a few seconds, | caught up-A minor-and kept right along 
with him. And then, after /d switched on him-going to G major and then to D minor-everything became 
flawless. It was amazing how natural this seemed, how easily and fluidly our brains connected. | felt for every 
chord change he made, and | could tell he was feeling for mine. At some point, | stopped thinking entirely and 
just let my fingers take over, running up and down the neck of Izzy's guitar in sequence with what Axl played. 
There was no doubt in my mind now that this man, with his fall-fire hair and ocean eyes; this man who I'd 


known for a day and a half; he was perfect. 


Sometime later-it could have been minutes or hours, | wouldn't have known the difference-| came halfway out 
of the trance | was in to discover that Axl had stopped playing and was watching me with his head tilted 
slightly, a curious expression on his face. Dipping my chin and letting my hair fall over the frets and strings, | 
finished the solo | hadn't even really been aware of playing, then looked up and smiled hesitantly. 


"What?" | asked. He shook his head, seeming to come out of a trance himself, and said: 

"Nothing... just.. you play really well. | haven't heard anyone play that well..ever." It was kind of cheesy, but Axl 

was smiling equally as hesitantly as | was, and | felt something loosen in my chest as | realized this was a sort 
of acceptance. 

"Thanks," | said. He was close to me, almost close enough to touch. Every speck of color in his eyes was visible, 
every contour on his face. | was glad the guitar covered my lap, because being this close to him; it was like 


nothing I'd ever experienced. | could feel my eyes shutting by degrees and thought it would be soon 


Then, suddenly, he was pulling away from me, sliding to the other end of the piano bench. He looked at me 
warily, his cheeks flushed; then looked away. 


| cleared my throat. "Axl" 


"We should go back to the zoo," he interrupted me. "They'll be wondering where we are." 


| sighed. "..Yeah, Axl. Okay." | stood up and slung the guitar back onto its stand, put the pick up. As we walked 
out, he had to edge around me to get to his car, and | caught a whiff of his scent: leather and cigarettes and 
some exotic cologne I'd never smelled before. Another surge of heat filled my body, and as | settled myself 


into the passenger's seat it occurred to me that I'd never wanted anyone more than | now wanted Axl Rose. 


"Just One Drink" 


When we got back to the zoo, Axl parked the car and cut the motor, but did not unlock the doors. He sat 


there silently, staring out the front window; he appeared to be waiting for something, 
After a bit, | said, "Axl, about what happened" 

He cut me off. "Forget it, Slash," he snapped. "Forget any of it ever happened” 

‘Hts not that easy" 


"Just shut the fuck up, okay?" He slammed his palm down on the lock button, and the doors made tiny popping 
sounds. "Get out of my car, and don't fucking talk about it ever again. 


| opened the door and slid out, wondering if this was how Axl dealt with all his problems. It occurred to me, as 


| walked down the slope of the parking lot, that this was probably what had happened to Mark. 


Axl avoided me for the next two days, staying in his office, making phone calls. At around four-thirty on the 
second day, Mark came into my office with a giant stack of papers. 


"Slash," he said, "| have the forms for that new guy...” His voice trailed off, and it occurred to me that | 
probably looked as miserable as | felt. 


"What's wrong, Hudson?" 
"Nothing," | said quietly. Mark shrugged, dumped the papers on my desk, and said: 


"Well, whatever. Anyway, just look over Stradlin's forms; he's out by the giraffe pens with Axl if you have any 


questions." 


My ears immediately latched onto the phrase with Axl, and | saw the dawning light of retribution in my path. | 
waited until Mark left before looking at Izzy's credentials. 


Name: zy Stradlin. Age: 22. DOB: April 8 1962 Place of Birth: Lafayette, Indiana. Occupation: cashier at Canter's 
Reason(s) for taking this job: | love animals, and | know a lot about giraffes. 


| read through the whole thing, including Recommended by (Axl Rose) and Hobbies (Chemistry, dog-walking, 
guitar). When | was done, | slid it into a manila folder in my filing cabinet, took a bottle of water and my key 
ring, and headed out towards the giraffes. There were hardly any people here this late, and there was a gentle 
lull over the whole zoo. The sun cast orange rays between the leaves of the trees, over the fur and feathers 
of the animals. As | passed the tigers, one of them lifted its head and stared at me impassively, amber eyes 


blinking lazily. 


Eventually | reached the giraffes, tall and majestic and lovely. One of them was poking its head around in a 
raised platform, lips folding over whatever food was up there. The other was gazing off into the distance, 
looking both proud and sad. | walked into the back of their den and unlocked the door. Izzy was there, like Mark 
had said, and he was looking at the giraffe who was eating. 

"Izzy," | said, and he jumped and turned to face me. 

"Slash. Hey." He smiled at me, and | knew I'd made the right choice in taking him on. "You want something?" 


| shook my head no. "Just was looking over your forms," | said. "Are you gonna keep working at Canter's?" 


Izzy shook his head and started to say something, but just then Axl walked out, his thumbs hooked in his belt 


loops. 


‘Izzy, you ready to go?" he asked, and then his eyes fell on me. For a second his jaw clenched, and | had a 
sudden, irrational fear of getting hit. 


Perhaps Izzy sensed the tension between us, because he said, "I just gotta feed the other one and pen them 


up; | won't be long," and then he disappeared into the growing shadows, clicking his tongue softly at the giraffes 


as he went 
Axl stared fixedly at the wall behind my head. "What, Slash? What do you want?" 

"| just wanna talk." 

"| told you to forget about it" 

"And | told you it aint that easy!" My voice rose unintentionally, and he glanced sharply at me. 
"Don't fuckin’ yell at me, Hudson’ 

"| wouldn't have to yell if you'd listen to me!" 


His eyes flashed a hellish green shade of emerald, and | shivered He folded his arms across his chest and 


locked his irises onto mine. "Fine. Talk, then. You came all the way out here and bothered the hell outta me, now 


talk." 


| took in a deep breath. | wasn't exactly sure what | was planning on saying, but what came out was not at all 
what I'd expected: 


"What happened between you and Mark?" 


His eyes widened ever so slightly, and | could see the question had startled him. Then he rocked back on his 
heels, shoving his hands in his pockets. 


"| don't wanna talk about it." 
| sighed. "Axl, we're gonna have to talk about it at some point, y'know... especially if we keep working together...” 


He didn't answer. | stepped forward. In the cool half-light of the late afternoon, the sharp angles of his face 


were softened slightly, and once again | marveled at how strangely vulnerable he looked. 
"Cimon, Axl.. we can go out and get a drink. Just one drink" 


He was thinking; | could tell by the way his eyes flashed and narrowed. He blew out a soft sigh, shut his eyes. | 
caught another whiff of his aphrodisiacal exotic cologne, and felt a brief rush of heat between my legs. 


"One drink?" he asked, staring down at his feet. The sensuous hypnotic quality of his accented voice was 


beautiful enough to send me spiraling down, down into a long tunnel from which there was no escape. 
"One drink," | promised. 


"All right," he said He reached into his back pocket and pulled out his car keys. Izzy came back at the same 


time and looked from Axl to me, obvious curiosity flickering in his hazel eyes. 
"Slash and | are going to the Strip for a drink," Axl explained. 
Izzy nodded. "Okay... hey, listen, | finished feeding the giraffes, | just need to lock them up, then can | go?" 


"Just don't forget to clock out," | replied, waving my hand vaguely. Izzy nodded, then pulled out the key that 
would open the door of the giraffes’ sleeping quarters. Axl looked after him for a bit, then back at me. 


"So, shall we go?" 

| nodded. Suddenly, for no particular reason, | was nervous. We walked out together; Axl was slightly ahead, and 
| watched his hips sway and dip in an almost serpentine manner. On the way out the gate, we passed Mark, 
who was cleaning bird shit off a shiny black bench. 

"Slash, where-" 

"Why don't you fuck out of his life, McDunn? You act like he's your slave or some shit," Axl snarled. He looked 
genuinely pissed off, and Mark's eyes widened. For a second, | thought he would cry, but he just sucked in a 


breath and briefly shut his eyes. 


"I just wanted to ask where you're going," he muttered. 


Axl looked at me. | shrugged. "We're just going for a drink, Mark. D'you mind closing up for me?" 


He shook his head, looking positively miserable. Axl sneered a litle, stepping just close enough to Mark to 
almost be able to touch him, but not quite. 


"If you want someone to like you, McDunn," he said, voice dangerously soft, "I'd suggest you quit looking so 
goddamn depressed all the time." He started off towards the parking lot, flicking his wrist at me in a come 
on gesture as he went. | looked at Mark, but he wouldn't look back at me. 


"Don't get in too deep with him," Mark mumbled. "He'll tear your life apart" 


But | couldn't think of how to reply. After all, what harm could there be in getting one drink? 


A Night to Remember 


Author's Notes: 
Rating change here for (honestly pretty nonexplicit) sexual content 


We ended up going to the Rainbow Bar and Grill, which was just starting to fill up with the early evening's load 
of visitors. The smells of cigarette smoke and wine filled my nostrils as | walked in, and | smiled, inhaling the 
familiar scents. In the bright fluorescent lights coming from the ceiling, Axl's skin looked even paler than usual. 
We sat down at the bar, and | got Jack for myself while Axl got Goldschlager. For a while there was silence, 
while | tried to think of a way to cautiously approach the subject and Axl stared at the soft colored lights 
above the bartender's head; then, abruptly, he spoke: 


"You got a lighter?" 

He was holding a cigarette between his long, pale fingers and looking at me with that intense gaze; | wondered 
how long he'd been watching me. Nodding, | reached into my back pocket and pulled out my lighter, rolling my 
thumb over the dial and pushing down slightly. The flame leaped up, as orange as his hair, and clung to the end 
of the cigarette. Axl thanked me with his eyes—you really have to know him to get what | mean-and drew in a 
long breath. 

"We really need to talk," | said, swallowing down the last few drops of Jack and motioning for a refill. A shadow 
briefly crossed Axl's face, but he nodded, flicking ashes on the Formica table and turning his body slightly to 
face me. 

"So talk," he said, lips moving behind the orange stub of the cigarette. | frowned. 

"lim not the one who needs to be talking." 

"What the fuck am | supposed to say?" 

"You told me you had something to tell me about Mark. About what went on between you two." 

"You suggested | tell you about McDunn," Axl replied coolly. "Don't mean | gotta do it” 

"Then how the hell else are we supposed to get past this point?!" | was almost screaming, and | knew | probably 
looked like an idiot, but | didn't care. | was positively furious, Axl was acting like this wasn't a big deal, and for 


Christ's sake it was, and- 


‘I'm not the one who decided to try an' kiss another guy!" Axl yelled suddenly. He looked as angry as | felt, his 


green eyes blazing like a wildcat's. "| invited you to my house to play music, not to try and fuck me!" 


My mouth dropped open. "I wasn't trying to fuck you!" | yelled back. "I got carried away! I'm sorry!" 


"All you fags are alike," Axl snarled, gritting his teeth. "You all say you ‘didn't mean it and then you go right 
back and do it again" He reached over and grabbed at the bottle of Goldschlager, tilting the neck back and 
allowing the liquid to pour down his throat. 


"l'm not a fag," | protested, and was suddenly, acutely aware of how whiny my voice sounded. Axl sneered. 


"You're just like McDunn," he spat. "So goddamn eager to keep me in your life that you lie about your own 
sexuality in order not to lose me. Fuckin’ hell, Slash, | ain't gonna quit the job or anything." He looked sideways 


at me, those perfect lips folded over the mouth of the bottle, an almost curious expression on his face. 
"| didn't say | thought that," | mumbled, though some part of me had been thinking that secretly. 


Axl smiled down into his drink, and | felt my face flushing. | went to take a sip of Jack, realized my glass was 
empty again-how the hell did that happen?-and ordered another one. It occurred to me that | could get drunk 
if | wasn't careful.. but then | really didn’t give a shit. 


After a while, Axl said quietly, "You wanna know what went on between me and Mark?" 


Sensing a shift in the atmosphere, | nodded. Axl sighed, waved at the bartender to bring him another drink, and 
started talking. 


| came to Los Angeles from Lafayette, Indiana, six years ago. Mark was just starting out in the zoology field 
at that time; he had an exhibit at the San Diego Zoo and he said he could hook me up with a position in the 
animal field" He laughed shortly; took a sip of Goldschlager. "I highly doubt he meant for me to get farther 
than he ever did. 


"Anyway, about a year later, Mark was teaching at that college you went to, and | had started trying to figure 
out how to get a position in the business l'm in now. He'd been acting really weird around me, but | didn't really 
think too much of it-he's always been kinda possessive, and | just chalked it up to his being jealous of Izzy, 
who had moved in with me after his girlfriend dumped him." 


"That's weird that he would've been jealous," | commented. Axl frowned a little, looking slightly pissed that he'd 
been interrupted. 


"Yeah, well, | didn't really think about it. But then one night | had to stay late at work Everyone had gone home, 
even Izzy, and | was cleaning some cages." He paused to take a drink, and | noticed the same look was in his 
eyes now as had been when he told me he sang for his stepfather's choir in Indiana. It was a faraway look, like 
he was seeing shit from his past, and what he saw wasn't good. After a bit, he continued: 


| heard the front door open, and | thought it was Izzy or one of my other coworkers, so | ignored it and kept 


cleaning. | heard someone walking behind me, but | didn't bother turning around.. and then Mark was there, and 
he was shoving me into the wall, telling me how badly he wanted me, trying to get me to turn around so that 
he could go down on re..." Axl's voice trailed off and he stared at his hands, which had started to tremble. He 
swallowed, took a long drink; his normally pale cheeks were flushed and he had that vulnerable look in his eyes 
again, the one that made me wonder how this could possibly be the same man who had come into my life all 


of four days ago with all the charisma and authority of a dictator. 


"Axl-" | started, but he spun around, cutting me off. His eyes were blazing, though | couldn't tell if he was 
angry or just really smashed. 


"You don't fucking understand, Slash," he snarled. "You don't know about the shit | went through in Indiana for 
the first seventeen years of my life, you don't know about my biological dad and what he used to do to me; 
you don't know about my stepdad and his bullshit laws; you don't know shit about me, so shut the fuck up." He 
reached up and ran his fingers through his hair, looking frustrated, and | felt a slight pain in my heart for him. 
| reached over and put my hand on his arm, but he shook me off. A silence fell over us again, and we drank, 
the whiskey burning our throats. Time passed; | don't know how much. Axl took out another cigarette, flicked 
on my lighter, and touched the flame to the stick. In the half-light, the bones of his face were enunciated, 
creating strange, beautiful shadows. He sucked in the smoke, held it, then blew out slowly. When he looked at 


me, | was startled to discover he was crying. | swallowed. 
"What's wrong?" 


He shook his head and took in a deep breath. "Nothing," he muttered. He hesitated, looking like he was making 
some sort of important decision, and then, shockingly, he kissed me. There was nothing gentle or hesitant about 
the way he kissed; the instant our lips made contact he was running his tongue along the seam of my mouth, 
asking for entrance. | parted my lips, and for a while we were silent, wrestling for dominance in each other's 
mouths. He tasted like nicotine and whiskey and something bittersweet, like strawberries or dark chocolate. | 


could smell the heady mixture of his cologne and his leather, and my cock twitched. 


When he pulled away from me, he was breathing hard, pale lips parted and reddened. "Let's go," he said 
hoarsely, and | nodded, nearly knocking my glass over in my haste to stand up. | didn't know what had caused 
this abrupt change of mind, but | wasn't going to question it. | had never felt this strong of a lust in my life. 
We walked out together, fingers twined in a beautiful mix of light and dark. He dove into his car and cranked 
the ignition. 


"C'mon, Slasher," he called He was laughing, looking genuinely happy, and | clambered into the passenger's seat, 
shutting the door and kissing the side of his neck. The drive back to Axl's house was quick. He sang along with 
the radio, alternating voice impersonations and making me laugh. At stop lights, we'd kiss, alternating between 


fast and slow. 


Laurel Canyon was completely shadowed over when we got there. Axl pulled into his driveway and cut the 
motor. For a second | thought he was going to change his mind and kick me out, but he didn't. He got out and | 
got out, and we went in together. Axl tossed his keys on the floor and looped his arm around my waist, pulling 


me to the couch. We kissed hungrily, ravenously. | tugged his shirt over his head and he pulled mine off, biting 
at the inches of my skin as it was exposed. Then, surprisingly, he pushed me back against the cushions and his 
hot, sweaty lips left mine, traveling down across my collarbone and sternum, pausing at my stomach so he 
could undo my zipper. He buried his nose in my pubes as they sprang out, then kissed my hot, throbbing cock, 
glancing up at me for half a second with sex-darkened eyes before taking me in his mouth. It was obviously 
not the first time he'd done this; his mouth on my skin felt incredible. He held my hips down with one hand as 
he sucked, licked, even gently bit at my length. | was so aroused already that it wasn't long before | could feel 
my climax building up. | barely had time to warn Axl before | came, streaming into his mouth. He caught nearly 
every drop, smiling as | groaned; then he kissed his way back up to my neck. He licked his lips slowly, 
seductively, never breaking eye contact with me, swallowing the last bits of my come; then he said, his voice 


barely above a whisper: 


"Your turn" 


The Truth About Lafayette 


In the morning, | woke up and was surprised but pleased to discover that | was still at Axl's house, his thin 
arms wrapped around my waist, nose lightly brushing the back of my neck. | couldn't remember the events of 
the night before, not really, just snatches of it-kisses and heat and his soft mouth between my legs. He 
wouldn't let me suck him off, wouldn't even let me put my hand anywhere below his waist. Instead, we made 


out while he got himself off, and | remembered a vague sense of disappointment. Still, | figured | was lucky to 


have had him at all, after the shit he told me about Mark. 

Then Axl stirred behind me, the warmth of his body leaving mine as he rolled over and stretched. He mumbled 
something in a hoarse, sleep-logged voice, and sat up. For a second, | thought he didn't recognize me, but then 
he said: 

‘Morning, Slash," and gave me a quick half smile. | sat up too, smiling back. Our shoulders brushed, and | felt 
another jolt of that electrical current pass between us. For a little while, we were silent; Axl had his hand 
resting lightly on top of mine, and the contrast between his beautifully pale skin and my caramel tones was 


exquisite. 


Then he said, "You want breakfast?" and | nodded, shooting a quick glance at the clock. It was almost noon, 


which meant | was six hours late. Still, | supposed | could afford to miss a few hours-after all, it was my zoo. 
Axl swung himself over the side of the bed, lightly brushing my legs as he went. He pulled on a pair of jeans 


and headed out, and | felt a sudden, brief shiver run through my chest. It occurred to me, as | got up and 


began the search for my clothes, that | had slept with Axl Rose. 


Breakfast consisted of chocolate-chip pancakes and hash browns. Axl seemed strangely quiet as he served us, 
and | wondered what was wrong; but, again, | felt too shy to ask. It was almost like he had built up an invisible, 
emotional wall between us. 

"So," | said, as Axl sat across from me, "are you gonna start accepting animal requests pretty soon?" 

He nodded, staring down at his plate. "Got anything in mind?" 

"| want a kangaroo," | said. "And a Gila monster... and can | have some Galapagos turtles?" 

Another nod. A faint smile grazed his lips, but it was fleeting. 


If you really want exotic, Slash, | can get you some animals from South America." 


"Okay. You mean like the rhea or the quetzal?" 


"Anything." He took a bite of pancake and stared off into the distance; the same almost-vulnerable look in his 


eyes. After a few seconds, it occurred to me that he wanted me to ask what was wrong. 
"Axl," | said, and he jumped, turning to face me. 

"Hann?" 

"You okay?" 


"Yeah..." he mumbled, reaching up and absently running his fingers through his hair. "It's just.. uh..." He 
swallowed. "Last night... that was the first time I've ever done something like that willingly, and | don't really 
know how to feel about it, so.." He hesitated, taking a deep breath. He locked his eyes onto mine for the first 
time all morning, and suddenly a flash of his usual, powerful self crossed his face. 


"Until | can decide how to feel about this... last night never happened. All right?" 


| sighed. "Okay," | murmured, though of course | wasn't okay with it at all. | thought about his hand on mine, 
about the taste of his mouth, and | wondered how I'd be able to face him at work. It wasn't fair that | had to 
contain my feelings just to appease him. For a second, | wanted to tell him that not everything is about him, 
but | didn't. | couldn't afford to fight with him, not now; | didn't want to go through two more days of not 
talking. We spent the rest of breakfast in a semi-uncomfortable silence; | helped him clean the kitchen, and he 


gave me a ride to work. 

Mark lit into me the second Axl and | arrived, his dark eyes blazing and furious. 

"Where the fuck have you been?!" he screamed. "I had to open the zoo and let everyone in and-" 

"Fuck off, McDunn," Axl snarled, as | tossed my keys onto my desk and clocked myself in. "It's your zoo also, or 
have you forgotten that? Slash can be late sometimes; he's the one who came up with the goddamn concept 
of this place to begin with." 


"Six hours, Hudson," Mark said, ignoring Axl. "You'd better have a damn good explanation for that" 


"l, uh..." | glanced at Axl, realizing for perhaps the first time that | was already almost entirely dependent on 
him. He rolled his eyes slightly and rocked back on his heels. 


"Slash and | went out for a drink last night. We ended up taking a couple hookers back to my place. | don't set 
an alarm, and so we overslept” He shrugged. "Not that big a deal, y'know?" Then he turned away from both of 
us, muttered something about having to get permission from a zoo in Argentina to take a rhea family, and 


slipped out of my office, fluid as a snake. 


Mark frowned at me. "What the hell is going on between you two?" 


| felt my cheeks heat up. "Nothing," | mumbled, which, technically, was true. 
He looked skeptical, but didn't press it. On his way to the door, he paused, turned. 


| hope you understand, Slash," he said, “that the more animals you get Axl to deal, the more money we'll have 


to spend." 
"Of course | understand that. l'm not stupid." 


‘lm just saying.." Mark sighed. "Look, no offense, but this is a pretty low budget zoo. I'm just concerned that, 


when the time comes to hire more workers to care for the arimals you ship in, we won't have the money." 
"We'll be fine," | said, not meeting his eyes. 


"Okay, if you say so." | heard the door open and shut, and | let out a sigh of relief. | really wanted to talk to 
Axl, but | didn't know how welcome my presence would be in his office. Besides, | had work to do. Reaching 
over, | took up a stack of papers from the corner of my desk, riffled quickly through them, and began to work. 


At around two-thirty, there was a knock at my door. | felt a brief, fluttering hope in my chest that it was 
Axl, but | knew how unlikely that was. I'd gone for a walk around the zoo earlier and ran into him by the lynx 
cages; he'd avoided eye contact and walked off before | could say so much as ‘hey’ to him. Still, | called come 


in, and was surprised to see Izzy walk inside. 


"Hey," he said quietly, shutting the door behind him. "Listen, Ax told me what happened between you two last 
night-" 


"He really hurt me this morning," | said. "He told me to forget any of it ever happened" 


"Yeah, well.. Axl does shit like that. Look, | don't know if he told you this, but... in Indiana, right before | came 
out to LA, he started speculating that he might be bisexual. And since l'm gay, l.. we tried some shit. 
Together. | liked it; he didn't. Or he said he didn't. Either way, it took four years and half a dozen countries 
between us to get him to move on. We're cool again, but... all I'm saying is, Axl's gonna be fuckin’ weird about 


this." 


"He never told me that" | was a weird mixture of confused, hurt, and pissed off. "He only told me about Mark 
trying to rape him." 


"Yeah, well, Axl don't like to think about the jolly times we had back in Lafayette. | wasn't the only one who 
tried to screw around with him. I'm not really at liberty to say this shit, but.. Axl's past is fucked up. An’ if 
you can get him to open up and talk to you, then that's great. But don't let him capture you. Because he will” 


"Capture me..?" 


Izzy smiled sadly, staring at his feet. "Axl's a great guy if he trusts you. But he has the ability to hurt 


someone with a greater capacity than anyone else | know. Get to know him, Slash. Don't let him hypnotize you." 


"You're the second person to say that to me." 


‘lm not surprised" Izzy looked at me for a second, then back at his feet. "Good luck, by the way. | think Axl 
genuinely likes you. And that's fuckin rare." Then he turned and walked out, leaving me to stare after him, 


trying to process this brand-new, slightly confusing information about the red-haired anomaly. 


Tensions 


At around five, | asked Mark to make sure everyone clocked out while | went for another tour of the zoo. | 
checked on the panthers, the lions, and the cheetahs; | made sure the temperature of the reptile house was 
moderately warm; | measured the level of the hippopotamus's water, making sure it was deep enough for 
them. When | reached the giraffes, Izzy was just closing up, and Axl was watching him. | felt a brief, 
unreasoning surge of jealousy rush through me; though | believed what Izzy had told me, about how he and 


Axl weren't together and never really had been, | hated seeing how close they were, knowing I'd probably never 


be at that level of confidence with him. 


Izzy glanced up as he clicked the doors shut and caught sight of me. He nodded once, and Axl turned towards 
me. He narrowed his eyes slightly, but didn't say anything. | walked up to him. 


‘Hey, Axl’ 
"What? You need a ride home?" 

"| left my car here last night when we went fo the bar, so no" 

Axl looked over his shoulder at Izzy, but Izzy was still closing up. With a sigh, he turned back to me: 


"Slash, look, | think you're a rice guy, but like | said already, I'm not gonna talk about it until I've gotten all my 
thoughts collected." 


| frowned. It wasn't fair, how he just expected me to go along with him, what he wanted, his needs before mine. 


Izzy had said it took four years for Axl to be okay with him again. | was not going to wait that long. 


"That isn't fair," | snapped, and Axl, who had been turning towards Izzy, suddenly swung back around to face 
me. | couldn't really read his expression, but | figured, judging from his darkening irises and slightly raised 
eyebrows, that | was the first guy ever to talk back to him-and especially twice, in such a short amount of 
time. 


"Yeah, well, life's not fucking fair," he shot back, "but you don't hear me whining about the shit /had to go 
through. You don't know about unfair, Slash, so shut the fuck up." 


| glanced at Izzy, who had finished closing up by now and who was watching us from beneath hooded lids, an 
expression of mild curiosity on his face. | knew it was probably a really stupid idea, but before | could stop 
myself, the words came out: 


"Izzy told me about you and him, back in Lafayette." 


Behind Axl, | saw Izzy's eyes widen ever so slightly, but he couldn't say or do anything to warn me because 


the redhead was already turning around. Besides, the damage had already been done. 
"You what?" Axl snarled angrily. "God fucking dammit, Izz, | tell you shit in strict confidence, | expect Indiana and 
all its dark secrets to stay where | left them, and then you just go spilling it all out to some guy 


we barely know?" 


"Well, what the fuck did you expect me to do, Ax?" Izzy hissed. "| mean, you told me about the two of you last 
night at your house; | just wanted to help Slash out" 


"This shit is between me and Slash, not all three of us." 


"Then why the fuck aren't you letting me talk about it?!" | said suddenly. Axl's shoulders tensed up under his 
thin shirt, and he replied without turning around: 


"| already told you, its way too fucking complicated" 


"What is so complicated about this?" | took a step forward and put my hand on his shoulder. He jerked away 
from me and turned, but still, he didn't meet my eyes. 


"Don't touch me," he muttered. He walked past me, flicking his wrist at Izzy and causing another little flash of 
jealousy to pass through me. | watched them walk off together, and | felt like crying. Fuck him, | thought 
bitterly. | don't fucking need him to care about me anyway. 


The only problem, of course, was that | did. 


A Hopeful Sign... Sort OF 


The next day, | woke up early and arrived at the zoo before anyone else. There was a certain, eerie calm about 
seeing the zoo with no humans, and after | opened my office | went down to the reptile house and fed the 


snakes, letting them twine themselves around my arms. 


"You think he'll talk to me today?" | asked them, feeling the beginnings of a warm ray of sunshine starting to 


spread across the back of my neck. "Maybe | can convince him to go with me..” 

The Burmese python on my left arm looked at me and hissed softly, flicking its tongue against my skin. It was 
really a beautiful snake, with red and gold streaks threading through the large spots along its body. With its 
piercing hazel eyes and long, narrow nose, it reminded me a bit of Axl. 

Suddenly there was a knock at the door. | turned, half-hoping to see the man himself, but it was only Mark. 


"Hey, Slasher," he said. "Did you hear?" 


| shook my head, and Mark grinned, walking over and taking one of the snakes off my arm. "Axl left the 
country late last night. He's headed to South America to get the animals. He won't be back until Friday." 


It was Monday. | felt myself tensing up, thinking about the long week ahead. "W-what animals?" 

"Well," Mark said, reaching into the folder he was carrying, "apparently, a quetzal, a rhea, a boa constrictor, 
and some penguins from Cape Horn" He looked up at me and smiled, but | didn't smile back. There was 
something off about this, and it took me a minute to figure out what it was, exactly: 

"| never ordered that..." 

"According to Axl, you mentioned it to him when you two were getting a drink last night" 


"Yeah, well, | mentioned the rhea. Maybe. | didn't say | wanted one, and certainly not all those animals-" 


Suddenly Mark was right in my face. The snake he was holding automatically started coiling back around my 
wrist, but he didn't seem to notice. 


"Listen, you ungrateful little shit," he snarled, '/ ordered them. All right? | figured you'd appreciate me doing 


you a favor. It's not like having him here was doing any good, anyway." 
"What do you mean, he wasn't any good?" 


"You said yourself he's an arrogant prick" 


"You said we couldn't afford a lot of animals! You said we might have to let a few people go if we keep getting 


more.” 


Mark sneered. A glint flashed across his eyes; he looked, for a moment, evil. He stepped back from me, and the 
heated lamps on the snakes’ glass cage caught his teeth, made them shine. 


"Exactly," he said 


That day | had lunch with Izzy, who seemed interested when | told him | played guitar. 
"| jammed with Axl," | said. "He's a brilliant pianist" 


Izzy nodded, taking a bite of his sandwich. "His stepdad used to enter him into piano competitions back in 
Lafayette all the time." 


"His stepdad sounds like a real asshole," | said, conversationally, but Izzy didn't reply. His shoulders went sort of 
tense, and his eyes shifted to a point behind my head. He seemed uncomfortable, so | hurriedly changed topics: 


"Mark sent Axl down to South America 

"Oh, really?" Izzy looked surprised. "Axl did what Mark wanted?" 

"Axl thought | ordered all these animals," | explained. "He'll be gone all week" A sudden sense of loneliness, of 
clawing desperation, filled my chest. | had never felt a longing for someone like | did for Axl, if this was love, | 


wasn't sure if | liked it. My eyes met Izzy's; beneath his curtain of soft shaggy hair, he looked as sad as | felt. 


"How'd you do it?" | asked hoarsely, struggling to fight back the tears | knew were coming. "How'd you make it 


without him for four whole years?" 


He stared down at his lap. "You just go," he murmured. "Day by day. You have to survive.. so that he can have 


someone to come home to." 


So | survived, though | didn't know what the hell | was doing. Mom and Grandma saw me moping, but | couldn't 
tell them what was wrong without revealing things that | didn't want them to know. On Thursday, Mark said: 


"One more day, Slash. You can always call him and fire him, y'know... bring Bob back." 


"Why the fuck would | do that?" 


"Because Axl's no good!" 
"You don't know him!" 
"I know him better than you do, Hudson," Mark snarled, and | felt my cheeks heat up. 


Its still my zoo, not yours." | folded my arms across my chest and glared at him, and he glared back, steel on 


steel. 


"Fine, Slash," Mark snapped after a while. "Ruin your life. Just don't expect me to hang around and watch it 
fall." 


And then it was Friday, and it was time for Axl to come home. When Izzy came into my office to clock in, he 


was smiling, his fedora tilted over his head. 
"You excited about Axl comin’ back?" 


| nodded, blushing a little. Izzy scrawled his name over the sign-in sheet and picked the keys to the giraffes’ 
cage off its hook 


"I hope everything works out for you two," he said quietly, before walking out. | filled out a few papers; then 
walked to the reptile cages, fed them, held them. The closer it got to noon, the more nervous | became. | was 
walking around, trying to avoid Mark, getting my thoughts in order. | had reached the lynx cages and was 
standing there, my back to the door, when | heard footsteps behind me. 

"You're a hard man to find," said a familiar voice behind me. My heart jerked in my chest, and | turned to face 
Axl, standing in the doorway of the building, the midday sun shining against the red-gold fire of his soft, silken 
hair. He looked absolutely goddamn beautiful, with his head tilted slightly and his bangs falling into his emerald 
eyes. He lifted his chin at me in greeting, and it was all | could do to avoid tackling him. 

"Hey," | said. "How was South America?" 

"Gorgeous," he replied, watching the lynxes behind me as they prowled around restlessly behind bars. He held a 
folder out to me. "You need to sign these and have them sent back to Chile, Argentina, and Brazil, so the 
shipments can start." 

"You mean they haven't yet?" 

"No... the animals are ready, though." 


| took the folders, feeling our fingers brush slightly and trying to ignore it. "Sounds complex..." 


"Oh, yeah." Axl nodded, then stuck his hands in his pockets. He swallowed and lifted his eyes to meet mine. 


"Listen, Slash-" he started, his cheeks slightly flushed, but suddenly Mark came in, looking furious. 


"Why the fuck aren't you in your office?" he screamed at me. "There are workers who had to clock in 


at mine because of your laziness!" 


"Go screw yourself, you goddamn queer," Axl snarled, turning from me, hatred blazing all over his face. Mark 
stared at him for a second, then turned and stormed out. For a little while, Axl stood with his back to me, 


shoulders tense, then he said: 
"We have to talk, Slash. Are you busy tonight?" 
"No," | murmured. 


"Good. Come to my place after work, all right?" He looked over his shoulder and offered me a breathtakingly 
beautiful half-smile, which | hesitantly returned. 


"All right," | said, swallowing. Axl nodded, then walked out without another word. | sank to the ground, shaking a 
little, and finally let out the breath | had been holding almost from the moment he'd entered the room. 


Want, Need, Lust... Animal 


The inside of his car smelled like leather and strawberries and that exotically arousing cologne he wore. He sat 
in the drivers’ seat, long legs hooked over the steering wheel, a sleepy expression on his face. As | slid in 
beside him, he turned and gave me a lazily beautiful smile, one which twisted my heart and made me fall in 
even deeper love than | already had. He removed his legs from the wheel; sat up straight. 

"Hey, Slash," he said, "you ready to go?" 

| nodded, shutting the door behind me. "I hope you haven't been waiting too long.." Axl's shift ended at five, like 
everyone else's; he'd have to have been sitting in this car for an hour, waiting for me and Mark to be done 


closing up. 


He shook his head, turning the key in the ignition. "| was asleep, anyway.. it's fine." He backed out of the parking 
space, and we headed for the Interstate. 


"Are we going to have another jam session, or..2" | glanced over at Axl, hopefully, but he shook his head. 

‘Is a conversation," he said, keeping his eyes on the road. "About what happened... last week." 

I'd figured that, but it didn't stop the shiver of excitement which ran down my spine. So Axl was finally ready 
to talk. And then, as we started for the exit for Laurel Canyon, it occurred to me that this had to be a good 
sign; Izzy had waited four years, but I'd only had to go for seven days. Which meant he respected me. Which 
meant-probably-that he wanted to be together. Which meant that, whatever | was doing, it was a hell of a lot 
better than what Mark had done. 


We arrived at his house and got out, the slowly cooling evening air making me shiver a bit. Axl flipped his keys 
over his thumb and pointer finger and grinned at me. 


"You could be a ringmaster," | said, following him to the front door and waiting as he unlocked it. "Y'know... at a 


circus?" 


"Probably was in a past life," he replied, nodding. "Just gotta find some picture from the I800s of a pale fucker 
with red hair and green eyes...” 


| laughed. "Ax, you realize they didn’t use color film in those days..." 
"Hey." He turned, laughing also, one hand on the doorknob. "I'm Axl fuckin’ Rose; | can make anything happen" 
For some reason, | felt my cheeks heat up. "Yeah," | said softly. "You can" 


His laughter changed into a small, slightly affectionate smile, and he opened the door, stepping inside. | followed 


and shut it behind me, and then we were both in. It was dark, and | couldn't really see. | felt Axl's long, cool 


fingers enclose over my wrist, and he murmured: 
"C'mon, the piano room will be way lighter.” 


| let him lead me across the room; once he opened the door to the piano room, sunlight streamed in again, 
striking over his hair. We walked over and sat on the piano bench together, and Axl took his fingers off my 


wrist. 


"Listen," he said, "I was thinking it over in Argentina.. | really like you, Slash. You're a cool guy; you're the first 
person I've ever met who wasn't afraid to tell me that I'm being a self-centered fuckhead who needs to get 


stuffed." 
Blushing, | ducked my head. "Sorry," | mumbled, digging my fingers into my thigh. 


Axl shook his head. "Snot... don't apologize. It's just... | don't know. Like | told you before, a lot of shit has 
happened to me.. | don't exactly have great trust in people. But you.. you're different. | feel like | could trust 
you... y'know?" He tucked his fingers under my chin, lifted my head up to meet his. His emerald eyes were 
shining with an emotion which | hadn't seen since the morning we'd woke up together. 


"So you're saying you want to be with me?" | asked quietly. 
‘lm saying | trust you," he replied, reaching up with his free hand and sweeping back his fine, copper hair from 
his face. He trialed his other fingers slowly down from my chin to the hollow of my throat, leaving a burning 


trail despite the coolness of his skin. "An' | usually don't trust people." 


| nodded. Axl was offering himself to me, letting down the guard he'd built up because he saw something in me. 
| wasn't going to take this lightly. 


"Thanks, Axl," | said. "That means a lot to me." 


He nodded, his hair falling softly back over his forehead. He slid his gaze from mine, focusing on the far wall, 
behind my head. Absently he dropped his fingers from my throat and lay his hand on mine. Axl was incredibly 
close to me by this point, but | don't think he realized it. 


And then he spoke. "Slash, | know you like me. You want me, don't you?" 
| swallowed. "Yeah.." | couldn't see where he was going with this, but then | was finding it hard to focus on 
much of anything, with his face about two inches from mine, pale, sharp features within touching distance, 


every contour, every line traceable by my eyes. 


"You'd take me no matter what? Because, y'know... I'm not the easiest person to be around. | have a lot of shit 


to deal with.. you'd have to hear me spilling my thoughts all the time because | rant a lot, and you'd have to 


hear about all the fucked-up aspects of my past-" 


"Ax," | interrupted, because | could see he was starting to get upset. "I like you for who you are, all right? 


Rough spots and all. You drew me in the second | first saw you, and you haven't let me go since." 

Axl shrugged. "What can | say, I'm charismatic," he muttered, but he was smiling. 

| reached over and poked his shoulder. "Ego trip much?" 

"Hey, watch it, fucker," Axl said, warningly, "or you won't get any later." 

My heart rate sped up. "Is that a threat," | asked, "or a promise?" 

He arched one eyebrow. "Depends on how you look at it," he said quietly, before leaning in a little further and 
kissing me. He lifted one hand and lightly stroked my cheek with his thumb, tracing his tongue across the roof 
of my mouth when | opened up for him. He worked our mouths together, tasting of nicotine and peppermint 
and strawberries. | lifted one hand and ran my fingers through his hair, and wondered how the hell I'd become 


lucky enough to end up in this position 


When he pulled away from me, he was breathing hard. He lifted his eyes and half-smiled at me, and | reached 
out and touched his jaw. 


"So," | said quietly, "are we together now?" 


Axl hesitated, then nodded slowly. "But | swear to god, Slash, if you do anything, and | mean anything, to hurt 


me, | will fuckin’ kill you." 


| just shook my head and kissed him again. | couldn't figure out why anyone would want to hurt someone like 


him; someone so perfect and lovely as Axl Rose. 


Languid Lizards; Glass Houses 


He pushed me back against the desk, his long fingers gripping my thighs as he attacked my lips. | spread my 
legs, allowing him easier access. Our mouths moved together; tongues fighting for dominance in a world of 
nicotine and peppermint. He bit my lower lip, lightly chewing, and moaned softly. His hand slid between our 
bodies and gripped my crotch, and | gasped. 


"Christ, Axl." | wrapped my arms around his waist and his mouth moved from my lips to my neck. Despite the 
fact that we hadn't even been together a week, already | was in even deeper love with him than | had been. I'd 
pretty much moved in with Axl, much to my mom and grandmother's relief; | think they were more happy to 

get me out than they were worried about who | was moving in with. Plus that, it made it a hell of a lot easier 


to get transportation to and from work, especially since my car wasn't working too well anymore. 

"Yilike that, Slash?" Axl mumbled against my neck, slowly rubbing my hardening cock through the denim of my 
jeans. His hot kisses trailed back up to my jaw, to the corner of my lips, and he paused, gently tracing his 
thumb over my mouth, before claiming it with his again, sliding his tongue across its roof. 

"l. Ax.. Axl." It was all | could get out; as usual, Axl was robbing me of the power to think, to speak, to do 
anything but feel. When | was with him, | was drowning; it felt like we couldn't get close enough, like no amount 
of his rough kisses or soft touches could satiate the lust | had for him. 

"Yeah..?" he murmured, stroking my cheek with the back of his free hand. "It's good, huh?" 

Mm..." | consented, sliding my fingers through his hair. It was soft, like silk; it smelled like coconuts. | started to 
say something else, but just then there was a knock at the door. Reluctantly, Axl pulled away from me, 


adjusting his shirt and clearing his throat. 


‘C'mon in," | called, sliding off the desk and noticing too late that the papers were noticeably messed up from 


our interactions. The door opened, and Mark entered. Immediately Axl's eyes narrowed, his shoulders tensed. 
"Thi fuck d'you want, McDunn?" 

Mark sighed. "Just wanted Slash to know that the new shipments are in..." 

"You mean the quetzal and the rhea?" 

"No... the new reptile house." 

"Hey," Axl snarled, stepping forward and curling his upper lip in a sneer. "| was gonna surprise him with that" 


"Well, that's too damn bad," Mark said coolly, rocking back on his heels. Axl's long, pale fingers clenched on 
themselves, but before he could do anything aside from stepping forward again, | said hastily: 


"What reptile house, Ax?" 
He paused, sighed. Turning to me, he smiled faintly and stuck his hands in his pockets. 


"Is something | ordered in South America for you... it's an expansion on the one we already have. You want me 


to show you?" 


My heart rate sped up. | remembered Axl saying how afraid he was of snakes; | thought about the sacrifices 


he must've had to make to do this for me, and | smiled back, feeling my cheeks growing warm. 
"Of course," | said, and we headed for the door. As we were leaving, Mark called: 

"Slash... you realize that this is going to cost us more money, right?" 

| hesitated, my hand on the doorknob. "Yeah, so?" 

"Well, this is still such a low-budget zoo... all I'm saying is, we might have to lay some people off 


Axl glared at him. "You wish," he snapped, and then he grabbed my wrist. "C'mon," he muttered, and it wasn't 
until we were halfway to the reptile house that | realized Mark had meant Axl. 


"Why the hell does Mark even give a shit about you anymore?" | asked as we walked along. 


Axl slid his fingers down from my wrist to my hand. "Because | fucking crushed him," he said shortly. "And he 


can't get over my rejection" 
"Does he know about you and Izzy?" 


"No. He doesn't know." His tone was strange, but | didn't question it. A moment later, we arrived at the reptile 


house, which looked the same from the outside. 
"Y'ready to be awed and amazed?" he asked me, that charming grin on his face. 


‘Oh yes," | said. Axl squeezed my hand, then pushed open the door. | stepped in.. and then | just stared. He'd 
transformed the place completely, extending it into the ceiling, across the room. There were at least fifteen 
new species of snakes domineering their glass cages, gliding smoothly over the twining branches of their trees. 
Lizards lay curled on rough stones, staring at us with beady eyes. A king cobra, secluded in its sentry post by 
the door, lifted its hood as | walked past, and | shivered instinctively. 


Axl came up behind me; wrapped one arm languidly around my waist, hooked his fingers in my belt loops. "What 


do you think?" he asked softly. 


| paused, staring into the eyes of a frilled lizard. Then, slowly, | turned in Axl's arms, kissing him, wrapping my 
arms around him. He lifted his free hand and stroked my cheek, kissing me back lazily, a smile curving the 


corners of his lips against mine. 


When | pulled away from him, | pressed my forehead against his, feeling tears pricking at the corners of my 
eyes. 


"I think," | said, “that l'm in love with you." 
He chuckled quietly but did not reply. After a few seconds, | reached up and ran my fingers through his fine, 


copper hair, and | tried to convince myself that it was too soon, that | was being naive, that it didn't mean 


anything just because Axl hadn't said he loved me back. 


One-Way Ticket and There's No Way Out Alive 


Author's Notes: 
Final chapter! | wrote this one ~IO years after the last eleven.. so | was I8 when | started and 27 when | 


finished. 


Warning for non-graphic flashbacks of past rape. Thanks for reading. 


In the morning when | got to the office there was a newspaper article taped to my door. Carefully cut out and 
worn at the edges, it was clear it had been read multiple times. There was a grainy picture at the top, black 
and white, and maybe twenty lines of text. | took it down, unlocked my door, and walked inside. | tossed my car 
keys into the glass dish on my desk and spread out in the chair. | lifted the article to within my line of vision- 
and then stopped. 


WLLIAM BAILEY, the caption said, JEFFREY ISBELL, AND MARK MCDUNN WIN FIRST PLACE IN INDIANAPOLIS 
BREEDING COMPETITION The picture was unmistakably of Axl and Izzy, both of them much younger. Axl's hair 
was in a bowl cut; Izzy's wasn't much better. They weren't smiling, Axl's brow was furrowed tightly. He held 
the rope attached to a massive pig, shoving its nose around in the dirt at his feet. Izzy had something reptilian 
crawling across his shoulder; an iguana, maybe. Mark was between them, beaming at the camera. His arms 


were around their shoulders. 


Wiliam Bailey, age I7, is among the youngest members of the annual Indianapolis Breeding Competition, along with 
fellow Jefferson Hgh junior Jeffrey Isbell, age l, the article said. Sponsored by Mark McDunn, age 34, the boys 
have spent the past year working on- 


| stopped reading. My eyes skipped back to the top of the clipping. The date was wedged into the corner: March 
7 1972. Frowning, | skimmed the rest of the article: natives of Indiana.. McDunn, a member of Bailey's father's 
church.. "lve known Bill most of his life," McDumn said, "Wve always sensed extreme potential in him..." 


| set the article down. My hands were shaking a little, for some reason. Mark had told me he'd met Axl in Los 
Angeles. Axl had told me the same, or anyway a similar story-he'd met Mark when he was starting up in the 
animal field Neither of them had mentioned Izzy-and now that | thought about it, Izzy hadn't ever really 
brought Mark up, either. 


Maybe this was a fake article. Except the picture was real. The picture was real, and so was the discomfort in 
Axl's face, and in Izzy's. 


A member of Bailey's father’s church.. 


| remembered Axl telling me about his stepfather, or anyway alluding to his actions. Biting my lower lip | 


reached for my landline-then stopped. It was unlikely anyone else would be in their offices already, it was 
barely past six am. Besides | didn't know who had left me the article, Mark might have, but | didn't know why 
Mark would want to out himself, so to speak, as a liar. It seemed unlikely Axl would want me to know 
something like this, or anyway that he'd want to tell me like this, so the obvious remaining culprit was Izzy... 
but | knew Izzy didn't consider any of Axl's past his business to tell. Especially not since Axl had blown up at 


him for revealing their past sexual history to me. 


| dragged my hands down my face and exhaled, softly. The sun hadn't even fully risen yet, but already it was 
shaping up to be a long fucking day. 


Axl showed up around eleven. He found me in the tiger exhibit; | had it closed for feeding and inventory, and as 
| stood in a safe area of the habitat observing the tigers' behavior | heard footsteps behind me and then 


there were fingers in my hair, and his mouth pressed against my neck. 


"Morning," he whispered to me. His voice was hoarse, low; he smelled like cigarettes and like coffee, and | 
turned in his loose grasp and curled my hands in the collar of his shirt, drawing him a little forward. He 
glanced reflexively at the tiger cage but the workers were all inside feeding the animals and there weren't any 
visitors around so he allowed our noses to brush, and then for me to kiss him. His mouth was warm, a little 
dry. | felt him smile against my lips; momentarily he pulled back, trailing his fingers slowly from my hair, down 


my arm. 


"Good morning," | said, and he laughed. He tilted his head a little, one side to the other, so that | heard the 


bones in his neck pop, and then he said, 


"So listen, Iz and | were talking yesterday after work and he wants to jam with you and me this weekend at my 


place.. we were thinking about tomorrow afternoon, would that work for you or do you have plans.’ 


‘Oh, uh-no, no, | don't-I don't think so, no." | remembered the collection of Izzy's guitars at Axl's in his piano 
room. | wondered if this had anything to do with the article I'd found on my desk; judging from the mention of 
Axis stepfather in the article | doubted it would be politic to bring it up, but Izzy had never expressed any 
sort of interest in my guitar-playing before. "That would be super cool, actually," | said to Axl, and he huffed 
out a soft laugh. With his left hand he reached up and brushed a few loose curls off my face. 


“Super cool', huh?" he murmured softly, teasing. 


| reached out and shoved at his shoulder. "Shut up," | muttered, and Axl's mouth twitched as he leaned in for 
one more kiss pressed to my temple before walking off. | watched him go-the soft fall of his hair against his 
shoulders, the arrogant loping grace of his legs-then made sure my workers were doing okay with the tigers, 
and walked on. At the giraffe exhibit Izzy was giving the male a rubdown, | took note of the weight and 


temperature, and then | said, 


"Ax just told me you want to have a jam session tomorrow at his place." 
"Uh-huh," Izzy said to the soft flank of the giraffe. 
| cleared my throat. Izzy glanced up, eyebrows lifted slightly. 


"Did you-" | hesitated; | had no idea what the fuck | was doing, but | plowed on: "I found a newspaper clipping 
taped to my door this morning.” 


Izzy's expression didn't change. "Huh." 

| don't have a subscription or anything." 

"Sounds myster-" 

‘It was about you, Axl, and Mark in a competition in Indiana," | said 


Izzy didn't really freeze, but | saw a muscle twitch in his jaw. He looked back at the giraffe, running his hand 
slowly down its ribs. "Neither of us met Mark until-" 


"Cut the crap, Jeffrey," | hissed, stepping closer to him, and his eyebrows raised further. "I know Mark didn't 
leave that article; it proves he lied to me, and | doubt Axl left it either because of the way he is, so that 


leaves either you or some random friend of yours from back home you've recruited to-" 

Izzy pinched the bridge of his nose. "Slash..." 

"Just." | drew in a breath. "Please, Iz If Axl and you both are gonna be at his place tomorrow and | know 
something like this about you-| just want to know how much or how little | should say. And it looks super 
fucking weird that you-if it was you-you left that article on my door and you won't admit it but | don't know 
why you would've left if unless you wanted me to kn-" 

"| left it," Izzy muttered. His hands were tense against the giraffe, abruptly he stepped back, folded his arms. "| 
didn't think-shit. | don't know." He huffed out a tiny, tight laugh. It sounded a lot like Axl's. " didn't think you'd 
bring it up." 

"What the fuck-" 

"Yeah, | know." Izzy rolled his eyes. "Its dumb. Don't rub it in" 

| bit the inside of my mouth. "So why-" 


| wanted to find some way to segue it into the conversation tomorrow. | thought if | brought it up first, if | 


was there as a buffer.. Axl might take it easier and be more receptive to telling you.’ 


It didn't make much sense to me, but then | was younger than both of them, considerably so. Also, Axl was- 
difficult at the best of times. Izzy had known him the longest and if Izzy thought that x plan was the easiest 
way of dealing with him- 


"| don't want to upset him," | said, quietly. "If this is going to, | mean if me finding out whatever it is will hurt 


something between you, or between us-" 


"Is exhausting watching you and him interact with Mark," Izzy interrupted. His voice was sharp, more so than 
I'd ever heard it. The giraffe made a soft restless noise and shifted, and Izzy closed his eyes. | watched his 
throat flex as he swallowed. "| had as much to do with-everything-as Ax did. He doesn’t get to fucking... 
control how | deal with what happened. | don't like seeing Mark around and | don't like the effect it's having on 
Axl either, | know he thinks he's subtle and good at hiding it but not to me. And it's not fair to you, either. | 


know you like him.. he shouldn't hide this from you." 
A chill wrung its way up my spine. "Hide what from me?" 


Izzy opened his eyes again. He made a soft clicking noise in his throat, and the giraffe moved out of its 
enclosure. When Izzy turned to me, his face was sad. Gently hurt and aching. 


"Don't judge Ax, okay?" he said, softly. "We were both so fucking young." And then, before | could ask any 


more questions, he brushed past me on his way out of the cage. 


By the following afternoon | was a fucking mess. I'd slept at my mom's the night previous out of nerves but as 
| drove to Axl's-Black Sabbath bruising the radio speakers; Satan laughing spreads his wings..-| began to wonder 
if perhaps | should've just bitten the bullet and stayed with Axl. My hands were shaking on the steering wheel. 
| had the newspaper article folded up in my jeans pocket; Izzy hadn't told me to bring it, but | wanted physical 
evidence in case Axl tried to deflect. 


| wasn't stupid. | could put some of the pieces together for myself without hearing the whole story. Mark's 
fingers curled against their shoulders.. Mark telling me Axl had rejected him... Axl telling me Mark had tried to 
rape him.. | wasn't stupid. But | wanted to hear the truth, the whole truth. 


(And nothing but the truth) 
(So help me, God) 
| turned onto Laurel Canyon. Izzy was already parked at Axl's as | drove up, so | parked in the street. It took 


me a few seconds to stop my hands trembling, but eventually | managed, and then | walked inside. Izzy and Axl 


were already playing as | walked through the rooms to the piano room; as | got closer | recognized the song 


(Hanoi Rocks' "Taxi Driver"). 


| stepped into the room. Axl glanced up and smiled at me. Izzy kept his head down, cigarette smoke trailing 


from his mouth. 

"Hey," Axl said, finishing his scales with a flourish and slowly sliding himself off the piano bench. The sunlight 
caught in his hair and turned it golden, sharp fire orange. | could see little pale wisps of it flying off at the 
edges. He walked towards me and took my hands in his. He leaned in and kissed my forehead. "Glad you're here. 


There's beer in the fridge if you want, or we can just get started, we were just fucking around-" 


"Why did you lie to me?" | blurted, without thinking. Axl raised his eyebrows, stepping back slightly, on the 
floor, Izzy had gone totally still. 


"| don't lie-" 


"Oh, huh," | said, and wrenched the article from my jeans, so hard | nearly ripped it. "| guess some other 
redhead fucker must've told me bullshit stories about his past, then" 


Axl's mouth was tight and pale in the corners. He reached out and snatched the article from me. His eyes 
scanned the first few lines; his mouth tightened further, and then he looked back up at me. He was crumpling 
the article in his hand. 

"Where the fuck did you get this," he whispered. 


My head was spinning. | had no idea what the fuck | was doing. Angry at Izzy for putting me in this position 
essentially blind | glanced at him, and Axl's nostrils flared. He turned; folded his arms. 


"|22" 


Slowly, Izzy slipped the guitar strap from over his head and stood. "I'm sick of lying to him, Ax," he said, "he 


likes you, and you like him, and-" 


Axl threw the crumpled newspaper article at Izzy's face. It bounced off his forehead and landed on the floor 


between them. "You-this wasn't your fucking decision to make-" 


"He raped me too, Axl," Izzy said. Counterbalanced against Axl's sharp rise in volume his voice was almost 
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blistering in its lowness, and deadly. "You were there, you watched-" 
"Shut the fuck-" 
"You were a kid, | was a kid, it wasn't either of our faults but Slash needs to-" 


Axls fist swung out. It collided with Izzy's cheekbone. | jumped in surprise as Izzy stumbled backwards; started 
to run in to grab his arm to catch him, but Axl was shoving me out of the way next, lunging at Izzy, hands 


spread open to wrap around his throat. | grabbed Axl by the back of the shirt collar and hauled him 
backwards; Izzy crashed into the wall and fell to the floor with a thump. He hadn't hit his head but even so he 
sat for a moment dazedly before pushing himself back up to his feet. Axl was panting like a wounded animal in 


my arms, straining, disobedient dog on a leash, trying to get away from me. 


"How fucking dare you," he snarled. He was so angry spit was flying from his mouth. "How fucking dare you tell 


Slash any of that shit." 


‘lm sick of dealing with Mark," Izzy snarled back. "I'm tired of having to work with him and look at him and 


since you're too much of a fucking coward to deal with-" 


This time Axl slammed me in the stomach with his elbow to get away from me. While | was doubled up gasping 
he lunged at Izzy again, by the time I'd straightened up he'd knocked Izzy out, bloody mouth, bruised eye, and 


he was gone. 


| made sure Izzy was okay-no concussion, nothing broken, frozen peas to press against his lips-then | ran out. 
Axl hadn't taken his car; Izzy had parked behind him, | suppose foreseeing this outcome, and it didn't take me 
long to catch up to him. He was walking with purpose in a southerly direction but he was crying and it was 
slowing him down enough | could overtake him. | came up as slowly as | could and said his name but he stil 


jumped about ten feet and almost hit me before | grabbed his wrist and forced his arm down. 
"Axl," | said; | was breathing hard, | didnt know why. "What the fuck" 


"You're lucky | didn't kill that little shit," he said Void of the vicious snarl present in his house his voice had 
dropped about twenty decibels, and dripped with poison and vitriol. "Fact, maybe | better oughta go back and 
finish the job-" 

| tightened my grip on his wrist, hard enough | felt the bones grind together. "Stop being such a fucking shit," | 
snapped, and he turned his glowering hellish gaze on me. His eyes were bruised beneath his hair, reddish in the 
corners, unslept. | glared at him until he cut his eyes from mine, and | felt some of the strain leave his 
muscles. When | released his wrist it was tentative and | was prepared to grab him again but he only stood 


there, shoulders slumped, chest rising and falling with rapidity. But it wasn't until his breath caught in his 
throat that | realized he was starting to cry again 


"Axl-" 
'| didn't want you to know," Axl whispered. Now he sounded only tired. Defeated. "I was never going to tell you." 
| furrowed my brow. "Why?" 


"Because it's fucking-it's embarrassing," Axl said. His fists were clenched white-knuckled at his hips and | didn't 


know what to do so | reached out and took one. He glanced up at me, then down at our hands. Then, slowly, he 
unfurled his fingers and twined them with mine. He let me back us up to the grass and we sat together on the 


lawn of an empty house. 

"Its not embarrassing," | said "Or, | mean, Im rot embarrassed. You already told me he came onto you~" 
Axl huffed. With the back of his free hand he wiped his mouth, and then his eyes. 

"You don't have to tell me," | said, but Axl shook his head. His smile was bitter 


Iz is-I know he means well, | know he's just.. whatever, traumatized, same as me. But he fucked this up. If | 
ever told you it was supposed to be on my terms. But now every fucking time | see you, every time I'm 
around you all I'm gonna be able to think about is this shit, and how you know just enough but not the whole 
thing, and how you're probably speculating, and-" 


"| wouldn't specu-" 


"You're fucking adorable," Axl muttered. It didn't sound complimentary, so | kept my mouth shut, and after a 
moment he sighed. He said, 


"This doesn't get repeated. To anyone." 
‘Of course not-" 


"And if you fire McDunn because of this that's-whatever, your prerogative, but don't fucking tell him you 


know." His hand tightened in mine. "You have to fucking promise me, Slash." 
"| promise," | whispered. His eyes burned into mine for a moment longer, violent green. Then he exhaled. 


"So like you saw in the article, McDunn was in my stepfather's congregation. He liked Stephen a lot, | remember 
when | was a kid and | met him the first time he said something like, ‘| hope your career path is going in the 
same direction as your father's, and | was just kind of like, ‘Uh, sure, because who the fuck talks like that to 
a four year old.. but anyway he really admired him, his—whatever, the way he preached. His views on the faith 
and on God and whatever. He'd left the Catholic Church some time before and you-well, maybe you don't know 
but when Catholics join Fundamentalist churches they go fucking apeshit, | don't know why. Its so fucking 
bizarre because I've been to a few Catholic services and they're so much easier to deal with and sit through, 
they're not hours and hours of singing and rambling and people fucking falling into the aisles desperate for that 


‘personal relationship with Jesus'- 


"Anyway Mark was insanely into the shit for years. And when Iz and | were maybe thirteen, and we'd known 
each other for a couple months, Stephen-well, first he got into telling me that | was a sinner because | 
listened to rock and | wore these shirts.. low-collars.. anyway a while after that he must've talked to Mark 


and some of the other men in the congregation and one Sunday we all were in the church and Stephen said he 


had an announcement, and would all the young teenage boys come to the front. So me and my friend Chris 
went up, and lz came too because sometimes lz tagged along to church, and Stephen said him and Mark had 
cofounded a Bible study group because our church didn't have one and wasn't that a shame, etc. etc. So all the 
parents were super thrilled and it was great for about two minutes until we got into the back where the 
study group was supposed to take place and it was just a bunch of cameras and chairs and pillows. | asked 
Stephen what was going on and he said they were going to film us studying to send to churches across the 


country. | asked where the Bibles were and he hit me and told me to quit back talking. 


"Then Mark and one of the other single guys from our church came over to me and Iz and told us we had to 
remove our shirts because God disapproved of how we were dressed, and in order to purify ourselves of sin 


we needed to be unclothed like Adam and Eve." 


My throat tightened. So did my hand where it still rested in the grass. He glanced down, then up at my face; 
his mouth twitched, and he said, 


‘I'm sure you can guess what happened after that. It went on until Iz and | left Lafayette four years later. It 
wasn't every week, but it was pretty often If | tried to bring it up at home Stephen would say he had no idea 
what | was talking about and then whip me later with his belt. So | kept my mouth shut and so did lz. 


"When we left we didn't tell anyone, we just made a plan in secret and packed our shit and went. But | guess 
Mark must've stalked us-on Stephen's orders, | guess—because a couple months after we got here he started 
showing up around where | was working. | was trying to get into animal husbandry because animals don't lie and 
they don't try to fuck you and they don't touch little kids and they don't film it-and | was working at Tower 
Records to try and fund my way through college and he came on one of my shifts and started harassing me 
and begging me to listen to his side of things, that he'd left the church, he realized my stepdad was wrong, he 
never meant to hurt me or lz.. Neither of us had the money to file a restraining order and | don't know if 
something like that would've even occurred to us back then but anyway it was around that time that incident 
occurred | told you about, when he tried sucking my dick and | shoved him off. Except the difference was he 
was telling me all this shit about how it was going to be so different this time around, and how he was going 
to take care of me like he should have when | was a kid, and | just shoved him off and kicked him in the ribs 
and in the jaw and | ran. And | quit my job and couch-surfed until | could get started in what | do now. So 
that's-everything." 


It was quiet for a while. | could hear birds in the distance singing. Axl hadn't let go of my hand, and after a 


moment | said, 
"What about-what Izzy told me, that you two were together once?" 


"Oh." He huffed again, softly. "Yeah... that was-when they'd film us sometimes they made us touch each other 
instead of them. And after a while Iz and | got curious if it would do anything for us outside of that room, 
‘cause it sure as shit didn't do anything for us in there." He smiled, wryly. "It didn’t. But | fucked my way 
through half of Lafayette before we left. | wanted to fucking—feel something, you know? | wanted to prove to 
myself not all sex has to be like what Stephen and Mark were making it." His breath caught again, and | 


squeezed his hand. He looked down again, then back at my face. There was something heady and difficult to 


interpret in his eyes; when he spoke, his voice was even quieter, and very hoarse. 


"You're the first," he said, he was nearly whispering. "The first person I've ever slept with who didn't know at 
least some of that. And | feel normal when! fuck you and | feel normal when we kiss and | didn't want that to 
stop so | didn't tell you, | lied, | went along with the lie Mark made up, but | shouldn't-l'm sorry | did it, l'm 
fucking-| fucked everything up. After Mark tried to suck my dick here | didn't see him for about two years 
and then one day | went to a seminar and it was him, and after he approached me and we were in public so | 
knew he couldn't do shit and he said he wanted to work with me with animals and | said no, thanks, but that 


was when he established the lie and | just, | went along with it, I'm sorry, Slash, it wasn't fair—" 
"Ax," | whispered back. | was crying; | didn't know when I'd started. "Ax. It's fine, I'm not angry.” 
His eyes flicked over my face. "You're not?" 


| shook my head. | reached up, brushed his hair off his forehead. "I'm glad you told me now," | said. "I don't 
blame you for any of it. It wasn't your fault." 


He exhaled once, shakily. He didn't seem to know what to say; finally he said, 

"Thank you," and smiled, tremulously. | smiled back, and kissed his cheek. 

| can't promise | won't kill McDunn after | fire him, though," | said, and Axl snorted. He stood, pulled me up 
with him. For a moment we stood there in the afternoon sun, his hair like burnished gold, like trapped flames 
between us. Then he said, 


"Is Izzy okay? | didn't-I mean, | shouldn't have..." 


"No," | agreed, "you shouldn't. But he was fine when | left. | did hear him kind of mumbling about McDonald's, 
though..." 


Axl snorted again. "You lying fuck," he said, without heat. He shoved my shoulder, and | shoved him back. He 
reached over and curled his fingers through my belt loops, and we headed down the street towards the strip 
of restaurants to pick up McDonald's before going home. 


